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Dec. 22: Francisco Mendes, 44, peasant rights advocate and environmentalist, was gunned down
outside his home, located about 50 miles from the Brazilian-Bolivian border, in the western Amazon
state of Acre. Mendes led a local rubber tappers union that fought against clearing the Amazon
for cattle grazing and other "get rich quick" projects. In 1987, Mendes received a United Nations
Global 500 prize given to top ecologists worldwide. Mendes's rubber tappers union at times
organized sit-ins in which members and families prevented bulldozers from destroying forest areas.
By demonstrating that the tappers can collect latex, resin, nuts and plants in the forest without
destroying it, the union had obtained four "extractive reserves" from the Acre state government.
The union hopes to obtain other reserves to protect them against ruination. Dec. 25: Mendes
was buried in Xapuri. Environmental- ists launched a campaign to block foreign loans until his
murderers are prosecuted. Dec. 26: Darcy Pereira da Silva, 21, son of cattle rancher Darli Alves
da Silva who Mendes had said sent him death threats, surrendered to police in Rio Branco (Acre
state), and admitted to the murder of Mendes. He was reportedly under pressure by rural rights
advocates. Young Pereira da Silva said he went to the police because he feared the local community
would lynch him. Police told reporters they were not convinced he was the killer, and described
his confession as an attempt to detract attention from his father and uncle, Alvarino Alves, whose
whereabouts were unknown. According to the Catholic Church's Pastoral Land Commission, 93
people, including rural workers and religious leaders have been killed in the past year in local
conflicts involving land tenure. The commission has accused Brasilia of encouraging the violence
"which is administered by the State on behalf of privileged minorities." Dec. 28: In the Wednesday
edition of the Folha de Sao Paulo, Brazilian writer Fernando Gabeiro suggested that the landowners'
organization, the Rural Democratic Union (UDR), faced the greatest challenge since its founding
with the intense national scrutiny "to unearth the links between this movement and the crimes
in Amazonia." UDR members include many of Brazil's largest land barons, and is considered
responsible for leading the crusade to prevent the national congress from approving agrarian reform
legislation to have been included in the recently implemented Constitution. The organization has
also been linked to numerous assassinations, beatings and threats applied to peasant farmers and
members of religious and human rights groups. Various leftist groups and religious organizations
have threatened to fight back against the UDR. UDR members are among the major interests behind
the creation of large-scale cattle ranches and other agribusiness enterprises in the Amazon. In
the wake of increasing violence against peasants in the region, rural communities are organizing
themselves into a more powerful force in the area, according to local reports. Dec. 29: Local media
sources reported that police said they had located five more cattle ranchers who may be linked
to the murder of Mendes. By this date, three other cattle ranchers had already been arrested. On
Dec. 28, about 80 police officers from Brasilia and Sao Paulo were transferred to Acre to search the
jungles for suspects in the killing. In a telephone interview with the AP from Brasilia, Deputy Justice
Minister Luis Fernando Eichenburg refused to confirm press reports that stated five suspects had
been arrested by police on a ranch near the jungle village of Xapuri. Police already were holding in
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custody three sons of Darli Alves da Silva. Eichenburg said police had found several clues indicating
that Oloci Alves da Silva, captured Dec. 26 after a gun battle on the family ranch in Xapuri, was at
the scene of the Mendes shooting. "The police have analyzed several cigarette butts found in front
of Mendes' house, and Oloci is known to have smoked the same brand," said the Justice Ministry
official. "This and other clues lead us to believe he was present when Mendes was killed." Also
being held were Oloci Alves da Silva's brothers, Darcy Pereira da Silva and Aleci Alves da Silva.
Eichenburg said the police would extend "possibly throughout the month of January" a "sweep
operation," begun Dec. 28 to find and confiscate illegal weapons in the region in a push to halt
land-dispute violence in the western Amazon. For the second day, police flew over the jungle in
helicopters and search planes. They set up road blocks along highways and the state's border
with Bolivia in the search for da Silva and any unregistered weapons. "The atmosphere in Acre
is extremely tense and it is up to the police to control any further outbreaks of violence," said
Eichenburg. National federal police chief Romero Tuma visited the area of the crime in Acre state.
A lawyer for the union headed by Mendes said that members were not impressed with the display
of force by the government or with the presence of Tuma. Last month, according to the lawyer, as
the death threat to Mendes became known even to the police, the union sent telegrams to Tuma and
other high government officials but never received a reply. According to the New York Times, cattle
ranchers Darcy and Alvarino Alves are wanted on murder charges in two other Brazilian states.
They were reportedly incensed with Mendes after he and his union managed to convince the state
government to establish a reserve for rubber tappers in a forest, part of which the two ranchers
claimed as their property. Moacyr Grechi, a Roman Catholic bishop in Rio Branco told the Times:
"Because of the union, a lot of people in Acre are afraid that they will lose power and money."
Grechi was reached by telephone in the city of Manaus, where he retreated for several days. He
said he received a call a day after Mendes' death warning that he too was marked for assassination.
Asked why his life had been threatened, the bishop said he believed he had disturbed "a number of
people" by denouncing land conflicts and torture and abuse by the police. (Basic data from Xinhua,
12/26/88; AFP, 12/28/88; AP, New York Times)
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